Retinoic acid, a developmental signalling molecule.
Retinoic acid has been used as a tool both by embryologists studying the spatial organization of cells in the embryo and by molecular biologists studying the control of gene expression in the nucleus. Embryologists have shown that retinoic acid can modify the pattern of cell differentiation so as to duplicate complete parts of the embryo in a well-organized way; molecular biologists have shown that retinoic acid can act as the switch starting the sequence of differential gene expression that results in cell differentiation. In the past year these two approaches have converged so that there now seems a real possibility that we may soon for the first time understand how a particular vertebrate development system works.